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THE COUNCIL OF PEOPEIBTOES OF WEST NEW 
JEESEY, OEGANIZED 1687. 

BY THE LATE JOHN CLEMENT. 

The concessions and agreements of the first holders of 
the territory, and who purchased of Edward Byllynge's 
trustees, dated March 3, 1676, provided for the appoint- 
ment of commissioners, who arrived in the Delaware River 
August 16, 1677, and proceeded to the present site of 
Burlington, where a town was laid out. Thomas Revel was 
chosen Register and Daniel Leeds Surveyor-General. This 
Board of Commissioners (part being elected annually) was 
in existence until 1687, when it was deemed advisable to 
establish a Council of Proprietors. To do this a general 
meeting was held at Burlington and a paper called " The 
First Agreement" was adopted and signed on the day before 
named. It is an interesting document and reads as follows : 

THE FIRST AGREEMENT. 

Whereas by experience it hath been found that the concerns particu- 
larly relating to the Proprietors of the Province of West New Jersey 
by reason of the great difficulty of getting them together upon several 
emergent occasions have been greatly detrimental not only to the carry- 
ing on and progress of the same necessary public concerns, but also very 
chargeable and burthensome to the said Proprietors, especially those of 
them who live at a great distance, and also complained of by the mem- 
bers of the General Assembly as taking up a great part of their time in 
an affair particularly relating to the proprietors ; and finding that the 
affairs touching the public concern of the said Proprietors may be 
carried on with less charge and burthen to the whole and with more 
effect by such number of persons as by the Proprietors shall be esteemed 
fit and qualified on their behalf to transact and agitate their public 
affairs as Proprietors. 

We, therefore, the underwritten Proprietors of the Province aforesaid, 
being met together at Burlington in the same province, the 14th day of 
the 12th month, A.D., 1687, by a general appointment of the same pro- 
prietors, do therefore unanimously agree together as followeth : That 
eleven Proprietors within the said Province shall be yearly and every 
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year nominated, elected and chosen by and amongst the said Proprietors 
to be commissioners and trustees at a day certain : six whereof in the 
County of Burlington and five within the County of Gloucester, in the 
Province aforesaid, who shall be and are empowered to act and plead in 
all such affairs as do and shall generally concern the body of the said 
proprietors of the same Province as fully and effectually as if the whole 
body of the same Proprietors were together and should personally do 
and conclude the same. 

Which act and acts, thing and things, by the same commissioners and 
trustees for the time being so from time to time to be done and per- 
formed as aforesaid. We, the said Proprietors do hereby ratify, establish 
and confirm and we do hereby nominate and appoint our trusty friends, 
Samuel Jennings, Thomas Olive, William Biddle, Elias Starr, Mahlon 
Stacy, Francis Davenport, Andrew Robeson, William Royden, John 
Reading, William Cooper and John Willis, commissioners and trustees 
for the year next ensuing to do, act and officiate in the affairs aforesaid 
until the tenth day of the second month, Anno Domini, 1688. 

And we do further agree and appoint that each and every of the said 
commissioners and trustees now elected and chosen and from time to 
time hereafter to be elected and chosen shall have and be allowed two 
shillings per day for each and every day they shall be concerned to act 
in the affairs aforesaid ; the same to be paid by the Proprietors of the 
Province proportionately to their respective shares of the said Province. 

In testimony whereof, we the Proprietors of the Province aforesaid, 
have to this Instrument in this and the schedule hereunto affixed put 
our hands. 

Dated the fourteenth day of the twelfth month called February, Anno 
Domini 1687. 

It was signed by thirty-one proprietors, residents of Bur- 
lington County, and an instrument of the same form and 
date was signed in Gloucester County by thirteen of the 
proprietors. 

Thus originated the Council of Proprietors of West New 
Jersey, which has been continuously in existence since that 
time. Its purpose was and is to confirm the title to the soil 
in the Western Division in severalty to the purchasers, to 
adjust disputed boundaries of surveys, to see that dividends 
of proprietary rights are properly made and disposed of, 
and to have general charge of the unappropriated lands 
within the Province. An examination of the minute-books 
shows how carefully and regularly the business before the 
Council was conducted, and the files of surveys and the 



498 The Council of Proprietors of West New Jersey. 

books of record of located lands evidence the prudence 
and foresight of the members of the Board. 

Within the lids of these musty old tomes lie the basis 
of the title to all the lands south and west of the Province 
line, and there must be sought the source of these too often 
intricate subjects. That our ancestors understood and 
appreciated the importance of these volumes as they in- 
creased under their care is apparent, and as they now stand 
in the small, unpretending office of the Surveyor-General in 
Burlington, their value increases as the years pass by. 

The minute-books and files show many hotly contested 
cases of dispute, and sometimes between those whose relig- 
ious affiliations should have prevented it. The good order 
of Friends sometimes failed of its purpose in this direction, 
and, figuratively speaking, they would cross swords in the 
presence of the Council of Proprietors. It is unfortunate 
that the books of the proceedings of the commissioners for 
the first ten years of the settlement have been lost, for they 
would complete the history of their part of our government 
from 1677 to the present. "Within these various documents 
may also be found the solution of many genealogical puzzles 
that now bother the brains of such as care to know some- 
thing of their ancestors, and would trace them to the place 
of their nativity. 

Immediately upon the organization of the Council steps 
were taken to separate the papers relating to the govern- 
ment from those belonging to the land-owners, which was 
carried out. This was occasioned by the commissioners 
often being members of the Legislature, and not properly 
keeping the documents of the one department distinct from 
the other, as may be seen by " The First Agreement." 

Daniel Leeds, the first Surveyor-General, was a man of 
scientific attainments. He lived at Egg Harbor (Leeds 
Point, Atlantic County), and from him the place took its 
name. He was the compiler of the almanac published in 
1704 and annually continued until 1717. They contain 
many quaint and curious sayings and predictions, which 
made them popular, and at this day are much sought after 
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by antiquarians. One extract from the almanac of 1706 
may interest many : " October — The first stroak struck for 
the foundation of Burlington, October 26, 1677." 

He was a controversialist among Friends, and wrote sev- 
eral published pamphlets in defence of their religious 
principles. 

Thomas Gardiner, a man of influence in the colony, fol- 
lowed Daniel Leeds in this important office. He had much 
trouble with locators and deputy surveyors during his term, 
and looked closely after the interests of the proprietors. 
Andrew Robeson came next to this place, and appears to 
have discharged his duties acceptably. 

For some reason, not explained, "William Alexander 
(Lord Stirling) was appointed next in the order of time, 
although he held the same position in the Council of East 
Jersey Proprietors. Some dissatisfaction was caused by 
this, yet he appears to have been a fair man in the dis- 
charge of his complicated duties. His review of the course 
pursued by John Laurence in running the Province line 
shows that he fully understood John Laurence's methods, 
but did not endorse them, especially in changing the point 
at Little Egg Harbor as fixed by George Keith in 1687. 

Daniel Smith succeeded him, and no one showed more 
care or manifested more interest in the records and papers 
of the office than he. His penmanship is perfection, with 
but few erasures and but seldom an error, and, when com- 
pared with the chirography of some modern penmen, is 
refreshing to follow. 

Burr Woolman came after him and held the office for 
many years, whose place is now filled by his son, Franklin 
Woolman, a faithful and competent officer. 

The establishment of the division line between the two 
Provinces was a source of constant vexation. The first 
attempt to run the line in 1687 by George Keith was objected 
to, and, as it proved, fell too far to the west and was aban- 
doned. The work done by John Chapman in 1720, pur- 
suant to an act of the Legislature of 1719, produced no 
results, for he followed the line fixed by George Keith and 
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only certified his work. The Council of Proprietors was 
observant of these proceedings and took action accordingly. 

In 1743, John Laurence (by commission from the Gov- 
ernor) ran an experimental line from Little Egg Harbor to 
the point of forty-one degrees forty minutes on the Dela- 
ware River, and then established the boundary between the 
two points. Again the Council complained, for he changed 
the point at Little Egg Harbor nearly a mile south of where 
George Keith had fixed it in 1687, and ignored the expres- 
sion of the deed of division of 1676, which uses the words 
" to the northernmost branch" of the river. A wordy war- 
fare was the consequence. Pamphlets were printed and 
newspaper articles published by the opposing parties which 
created much interest throughout both Provinces. 

This controversy soon attracted the attention of the 
authorities of New York, for it affected the position of the 
line between that State and New Jersey, and who claimed 
that the words " most northerly branch" meant the mouth 
of the Mackhackamack where it fell into the Delaware River. 
In 1769 a commission appointed by the King so decided, 
which gave the West Jersey proprietors another point of 
advantage, for they argued that the point on the Delaware 
River as fixed between the two States was identical with 
that of the division between East and West New Jersey. 

The Board of Proprietors kept pace with all these move- 
ments, and although crippled for funds, never abandoned 
their claim to the line as fixed by the decision of 1769, and 
are now making inquiry into the facts and history of this 
protracted and still unsettled question. 

It is a noticeable feature in the proceedings of the Council 
that the members had to be assured that the Indian title had 
been extinguished before a location of land would be con- 
firmed, showing the strict adherence to a rule established 
in the beginning. 

Much trouble was experienced in regard to the number 
of acres named in the returns made by the deputy surveyors 
when they were found to contain hundreds of acres more 
than represented. Under the rules as then in existence 
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there were no means of tracing the fraud, and it was not 
until 1785 that this trouble was overcome. Many contro- 
versies of local interest only may be found in the books, 
but which are occasionally referred to when questions 
touching the same matters arise. Although the proceed- 
ings of the Board have not the importance they formerly 
had, yet the elections of members take place annually and 
the meetings are held in due course. 

These elections have peculiar features in them and to the 
present generation are a strange proceeding. The mem- 
bers for Burlington County are elected by the proprietors, 
in the open air, by assembling on the corner of Broad and 
High Streets in Burlington on the 6th of April of each year, 
the nominations being made before meridian, and the election 
taking place after that time. The members for Gloucester 
County are elected by the proprietors assembling on the 
"Gloucester Green" in Gloucester City on the 13th day of 
April, annually, and going through the same formalities 
as before named as to nominations and elections. This has 
been done for two hundred years, and out of respect to the 
ancient custom will probably be continued until the organi- 
zation is dissolved and the records removed to other and 
perhaps safer quarters. 

The annual meetings occur on the first Tuesday in May, 
when the certificates of election are read and approved, and 
the oflicers — being a President, Vice-President, and Secre- 
tary — are elected. The Surveyor-General holds his office 
for three years, whose duty it is to report surveys to the 
Board as correctly made, to enter them of record when 
approved, to make certified copies of the record for persons 
applying, and to have the care of the books and documents 
of the office. Two hundred years leaves but little unlocated 
land in the territory of West New Jersey, and hence the 
business of the Council is limited ; but the annual meeting 
is always observed and the proceedings carefully entered 
upon the minutes. 

From a political stand-point a review of this antiquated 
organization may prove of interest. In the original grants 
Vol. xviii. — 33 
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not only was the territory conveyed, but the right of gov- 
ernment as well. In this the followers of George Fox felt 
secure from any infringement of their religious notions or 
any abuse of power as exercised under the home govern- 
ment. In the Concessions and Agreements those funda- 
mental principles of civil and religious liberty were laid 
down so broad and comprehensive that no one could mis- 
take their import, and purchasers and settlers were attracted 
to the territory of West New Jersey. 

Soon, however, information was brought from England 
that grave questions were involved in these grants, — that 
there were certain prerogatives of the Crown that could not 
be delegated, with other troubles surrounding the legisla- 
tive authority. With these complications the Assembly had 
to deal, and as some of the commissioners were members 
of that body, the laying out and sale of land was often 
delayed, as hinted in " The First Agreement." The surrender 
of the government to Queen Anne in 1702 overcame many 
of these embarrassments and did much to quiet the political 
troubles in the Province, and the Revolutionary war brought 
about a government of the people which has continued to 
the present, yielding the benefits that are sure to follow. 

Among all these changes the Council of Proprietors has 
held the even tenor of its way, proceeding regularly with 
its elections, with the location and sale of land, and the 
quieting of many bitter and persistent controversies touching 
the titles and boundaries of surveys within its control. It 
has given stability and value to real estate, and when the 
plan of location as established in the beginning by those 
far-sighted men is understood and observed it is seldom that 
difiiculties follow. 

Legislative enactments have been passed to direct and 
control the rules adopted by the Council from time to time ; 
well-intentioned, no doubt, but little benefit has come out 
of them to the claimants of the soil. Saving always our 
present form of government, this institution has outlived 
every organization in the State arising from the will of the 
people publicly expressed. For the last one hundred and 
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fifty years it has had no political significance, although 
among its members have been some of the most influential 
persons in the State. Its origination, its objects, its methods, 
and its transactions have been the study of lawyers and 
laymen for two centuries ; and although its occupation is 
almost gone and the purposes for which it was created have 
almost ceased to exist, yet its vitality remains and its former 
usefulness will not be forgotten. 



